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' highly susceptible of poetic ornament/ such as the constant
state of vigilance in which the Borderers lived, their system of
warning beacons, their rapid assembling when an alarm was
given, the ferocious intensity of their blood-feuds, their manly
respect for strong and fair enemies, their merry-meetings in
times of truce, their rude superstitions. But these realities, with
which the poet was enthusiastically familiar, are translated into
an atmosphere of mediaeval ^romance.
UK the diction of the poem.
Scott's great aim in his diction was, in his own words, to
' engraft a modern refinement on ancient simplicity.' He tried
to strike a mean between 'the rude and energetic diction'
of the old ballad, and ' the highly-wrought and ornamented'
style of the eighteenth century—to preserve the old energy and
substitute modern art for ancient rudeness.1 In the pursuit of
this purpose he made copious use of the (poetic diction' which
Wordsworth anathematised. The recognition of this helps to
define Scott's place among the reformers of poetry.
It is far from easy to define in what the so-called 'poetic
diction' of the eighteenth century consists. Wordsworth laboured
hard to explain, and his illustrations were intelligible enough,
but when he sought to express his idea of poetic diction in
general terms, his meaning was not so easy to grasp and his
words were sometimes misleading. If we compare Pope'sf Mes-
siah ' or Johnson's paraphrase of the lesson of the Ant with the
Scriptural originals, we feel at once that the poetic ornamentation
is false and artificial. c How long wilt thou sleep, 0 sluggard ?'
This is not improved by the cumbrous translation:—
How long shall sloth usurp thy useless hours*
Unnerve thy vigour and unchain thy powers?
While artful, shades thy downy couch enclose
And soft solicitation courts repose.
But we are put on a wrong tack when we are told that this kind
of diction is bad because it departs from the language of prose
and of'ordinary conversation. Doubtless it was fostered in
poetry by the belief which Wordsworth rightly condemned, that
poetry ought to speak in a dialect peculiar to itself, and that
diction was suited for poetry in proportion to its remoteness

